Long-Term Effects of Low Birth Weight

study of Jamaican children sug- ies will need to be done—perhaps with
Small infants may have a gests that poor nutrition in the the Jamaican children—to confirm that
womb might have lifelong con- the protein is reduced throughout life and
sequences for health. The results affects cardiac health.
greater risk of developing of the study could be important ~ Jahoor’s publication received exten-
for many in the United States, as well as sive media coverage, but will the link
. . other countries. prove itself as these children age?
heart disease or diabetes Nutritionist Farook Jahoor of the Chil- And what does this finding mean for
dren’s Nutrition Research Center children in other parts of the world, in-
.. (CNRC) in Houston, Texas, led ateam of cluding the United States?
later in life. scientists in Houston and Jamaica in a It depends, explains Jahoor.
study of Jamaican children who had been  If low birth weight is a result of pre-
treated for malnutrition. Jahoor is an as- mature delivery, it may not be signifi-
sociate professor of pediatrics at Baylor cant, since these infants may simply not
College of Medicine in Houston. The have had enough time in the womb to
center is a joint research facility of Bay- reach normal birth weight.
lor and the U.S. Department of Agricul- However, if low birth weight (less than
ture. The Agricultural Research Service, 3 kilograms, or 6.6 pounds at term) is a
USDA’s chief scientific agency, is a key result of other factors, such as poor ma-
partner in the CNRC. ternal nutrition or other causes of poor
The scientists found that some chil- fetal nutrition, the infant might have a
dren, even after recovering fromtheirlow greater risk of developing heart disease
weight at birth, made less high-density and/or diabetes later in life.
lipoprotein (HDL) apolipoprotein A-1. Jahoor and his colleagues are current-
This protein transports cholesterol to ly studying these possibilities. If their
the liver for removal from the body. It's findings are confirmed, it might be im-
the key part of “good” cholesterol’s abil- portant to inform parents of low-birth-
ity to protect the heart. Many scientists weight infants that their children may
are studying its biochemical structure and have a greater risk of developing heart
how it controls cholesterol. disease or diabetes later in life. The par-
Jahoor’s study, published recently in ents might then want to be particularly
the December 1997 issue of the medicalcareful about the cholesterol and fat con-
journalLancet,showed that the levels of tent of their children’s diets.
HDL apolipoprotein A-1 were related Parents may wish to make their chil-
directly to the birth weight of the chil- drenaware of the greater risk, so they can
lk dren: the lower the birth weight, the less make appropriate diet choices to reduce
e HDL apolipoprotein A-1 they made. the risk as they age.
J It's no secret that too much cholester- ~ “Getting used to a diet is easier as a
ol is a factor in development of heart dis- child than changing eating habits later in
ease. For this reason, the population islife,” explains Jahoor. He cautions, how-
encouraged to eat a low-fat, low-choles- ever, that the study’s findings are too pre-
terol diet. However, this study suggests liminary to make firm recommendations.
that those who were smaller than normal—BY Jill Lee, ARS.
at birth may need to be even more careful Farook Jahoor is with the USDA-ARS
and monitor their cholesterol levels more Children’s Nutrition Research Center at
closely. Baylor College of Medicine, 1100 Bates
Naturally, this study will have to be St., Houston, TX77030; phone (713) 798-
confirmed by additional epidemiological 7084, fax (713) 798-7119, e-mail
findings. flahoor@bcm.tmc.edul]
While other research in England sup-
ports Jahoor’s hypothesis, further stud-
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